Using autobiographical figuration in painting as a vehicle for conveying my understanding of Buddhism by Wang, Chain Khiang
 
 
USING AUTOBIOGRAPHIC FIGURATION 
 IN PAINTING AS A VEHICLE 
FOR CONVEYING MY UNDERSTANDING 
OF BUDDHISM 
 
 
 
WANG, CHAIN KHIANG, 
DIP FINE ART, B.A. (VISUAL ARTS) HONOURS 
 
 
 
Master of Arts (Visual Art) 
Partial Fulfillment of Requirements 
 
 
New School of the Arts 
University of Ballarat 
PO Box 745 
Ballarat Mail Centre, 
Ballarat, Victoria 3354 
Australia 
 
 
 
April 2002 
 1 
ABSTRACT 
 
Buddhism and painting have always been significant for me. I have been 
practicing my religion since I was a child but I had not fully begun to explore 
Buddhist teaching until I started my thesis. For my art, I also did not find the direction 
that I should take and the meaning for it in my life before I came to Australia. Due to 
the circumstances and difficulties of my life in Australia, I began to realise that these 
two important parts of my life were separated from my day-to-day existence. 
Therefore, my Masters research has focused on making links between my art, 
Buddhism and my life. 
 
In the course of this Masters research project, I have used painting as a way to 
express my thoughts and feelings about the circumstances that have happened to or 
around me in Australia. These paintings enable me to question my life and my 
religious belief. From these questions, I tried to put Buddhism into practise and make 
a connection to my life by reading Buddhist books like “The Ten Dharma Realms are 
Not Beyond A Single Thought” and “The Biography of The Buddha”. Due to my 
painting “style”—figuration, I studied Western painters like Caravaggio, Jacques-
Louis David and Eugene Delacroix in order to improve my use of figure, painting 
skill and technique, and also the knowledge of art. 
 
From undertaking this Masters research, I have begun to understand more about 
Buddhism, and also have understood that “narrative figuration” is a suitable form of 
painting for me to explore these ideas. The most significant understanding that has 
emerged for me is that, as a Buddhist and artist, I have a responsibility to raise the 
realization of the need for humanity and spiritual life in contemporary society, and my 
painting is a vehicle for conveying my understanding of Buddhism and sharing my 
life experience. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
As a Malaysian of Chinese descendant, I was born in a very traditional Buddhist 
Chinese family. This has had a profound effect on both the way I conduct my life and 
on my work as a painter. The way in which I approach my artistic practice, and in turn 
this research project, is influenced by my family background, Buddhism, the style of 
my art education in Malaysia and my life in Australia as a foreign student. I will 
discuss the nature of these influences in depth in Chapter One of this document. 
 
As a foreign student in Australia, I experienced a number of difficulties in my 
life. To make meaning of these experiences, I expressed my feelings and emotions 
through my paintings. Therefore, my paintings are following Western tradition of 
narrative figuration. 
 
Buddhism and art are the most important things in my life. I have been 
practicing Buddhism and making art since I was a child. Art is the language through 
which I express thinking that is based on Buddhist thinking. When these two are 
joined together, they form my life, but, before beginning my Masters research, they 
were two separate things to me, there was no relationship between my life, my 
religious belief and my painting. Influenced by the circumstances in Australia and my 
Masters research, I saw connections between them, and this process is the subject of 
my thesis. 
 
For my Masters project, I have undertaken research in two directions—
Buddhism and painting. Through the content of my paintings, I have been able to 
express my experiences of living in Australia. I doubted my life, and also humanity 
and morality in relation to contemporary society. I tried to understand more about 
Buddhism by asking questions about these issues. In the meanwhile, I was reading 
some Buddhist books like “Journeys to The Underworld” 1 , “What Buddhists 
Believe”2 and “The Tibetan Book of Living And Dying”3
                                                 
1  Lee, Teik Chong. Journeys to The Underworld. Kuala Lumpur: De Jiao Hong Yang She, 1987. 
. From this process, I have 
 
2  Sri Dhammananda, K. What Buddhists Believe. 4th ed. Kuala Lumpur: Buddhist Missionary 
Society, 1987 
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begun to understand more about Buddhist teaching and the reason for practicing 
Buddhism. The most important thing is that I have found the destination for my art 
from understanding the teaching of the Buddha and have also linked my religion to 
my day-to-day existence. I have realised the significance of my painting for me, and 
how it relates to my religious belief and my life. In Chapter Two, I will discuss my 
understanding of Buddhism and how it influences my thinking, my life and why it is 
important in my paintings. 
 
Although my mind is always influenced by Eastern thinking, I have been 
contacting with Western art tradition since I was a child. I was even educated in 
Western art tradition in art college, so I use Western painting as a vehicle to explore 
my mind. My research seeks a painting style that suits both my personality and aims. I 
have learned to more effectively tell my messages by using narrative figuration. 
Personally, I like drawings and dark paintings. I have worked toward incorporating 
the techniques and skills of my drawing into my paintings and also tried to create 
paintings that used contrasting light effects or chiaroscuro4
 
. So, I started to study 
artists like Caravaggio, Jacques-Louis David and Eugene Delacroix. From studying 
their paintings, I have not only learned about composition and the control of 
contrasting brightness that makes my paintings look dramatic, but also have learned 
about the use of figures, the structure of narrative and the process of making paintings. 
I have realised the importance of painting’s process so I have begun to consider the 
steps of using glazes, mediums and colours. This learning and realisation have helped 
me to improve my paintings and allowed me to express my feelings, ideas and 
thoughts in more successful way. 
The result of this research is the body of practical work and the written 
document that comprises this exegesis. The practical works consist of paintings, 
painting studies, drawings and one ceramic sculpture. The paintings have been 
developed using traditional techniques in order to tell my story, which is indebted to 
Buddhism and concerned with moral issues. I have aimed to develop and incorporate 
the drawing skills learned as a student in Malaysia into the paintings. Therefore, some 
                                                                                                                                            
3  Sogyal Rinpoche. The Tibetan Book of Living And Dying. London: Rider Books, 1992. 
 
4  Smith, Edward Lucie. The Thames and Hudson Dictionary of Art Terms. London: Thames 
and Hudson, 1984, p.48. 
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of my paintings are experimental works. In these exercises, I experimented with 
colours to enhance both meaning and mood. The results of these experiments were 
used in my major paintings. I will talk about my works and the process of my research 
in art at length in Chapter Three. 
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CHAPTER I: BACKGROUND 
 
PERSONAL BACKGOUND 
 
In the process of creating my art, the sources of my images are derived from the 
circumstances of my life. I express my thoughts or doubts about these circumstances 
through my works. My thoughts and ideas have been nurtured and formed by my 
education and by Buddhism over the course of growth from childhood to adulthood. 
Furthermore, my process of maturing as a person and an artist has been closely 
connected with Chinese traditional culture and Buddhism. For this reason, I will 
outline extensively my experience of both. 
 
Family Influence 
 
My family was very strict when I was a child. I am Malaysian of Chinese 
descendant and was born into a very traditional Chinese minded family. I was told 
that to be Chinese I needed to know politeness, honour, honesty and shame. These 
four words were the basic principles of morality. My parents also taught me that 
children had to obey, respect and love parents who had laboriously brought up their 
kids. Besides that, the most important thing I was told to remember was to be a person 
that was worthy of himself, and also was worthy of others. This was the main 
principle of being a good person, according to my parents. 
 
Since I was a child, I have accepted that Buddhism is my religion. Chinese 
culture is formed by religions like Buddhism and Taoism and also by the Confucian 
doctrine. Therefore, most of the Chinese believe in Buddhism or Taoism. When I was 
young, my parents believed in Buddhism and my family formally became Buddhists 
when I was fourteen years old. Even before I went to primary school, my parents told 
me about the story of the Buddha and also taught me to pray some simple sutras5
                                                 
5  Sutra: Sacred texts, sayings of the Buddha. 
. I 
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was given a book called “Causes and Effects of one’s actions in one’s three lives”6
 
 so 
I would understand what was right or wrong. The only religion I had contacted with 
during that time was Buddhism and this had made me to only believe in Buddhism. 
Consequently, Buddhism has had a great impact on my Masters thesis. 
School Education Influence 
 
I believe that school education is very important for the maturity of a person. In 
school, we are not only able to learn a lot of different knowledge, but we also learn 
how to conduct ourselves and be useful in society. Therefore, my twelve years school 
education is significant to me because it is one of the factors that have made me what 
I am today. It influenced both my learning behaviour and mode of thinking. 
 
The schools I went to were traditional and strict, especially the secondary school. 
The secondary school, where I studied, was established by Chinese Malaysians. The 
school system was similar to the Taiwanese school system, which meant that each 
student had to pass the year in order to proceed to the next level. For example, 
students had to achieve an average result above or equal to 60 points to proceed to the 
next level, otherwise they had to stay in the same grade for another year. Due to this, 
there was great competition amongst students. Besides that, the teaching method of 
the secondary school could be described as a cramming method. Students had to obey 
and follow what teachers taught and demanded. Thus, students gained knowledge 
from listening and memorising but not from questioning and understanding. In 
addition, students’ activities were also restricted by school rules, even outside the 
school. For example, students were forbidden to speak languages other than Mandarin 
or English. Secondary students were discouraged from dating, even outside the school. 
Therefore, having been educated in this kind of environment, I have always accepted 
restriction and control in my life. 
 
                                                 
6  Causes and Effects of one’s action in one’s three lives: A Buddhist book that tells what the 
actions were in our previous lives cause the result that we have in our present lives. This is the 
book I read when I was nine years old so I can only remember the name of his book. 
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Understanding the traditional Chinese Culture was one of the factors that formed 
my mode of thinking. My secondary school was a private Chinese run school, so 
Chinese was one of the compulsory subjects that I had to study. Students were not 
only learning Chinese, but also learning China’s history and traditional Chinese 
literature. The knowledge that traditional Chinese literature exposed students to was 
also the expression of traditional Chinese thinking. I learnt a lot of traditional Chinese 
culture from the literature. Actually, Chinese culture is mostly based on religions, 
Confucian doctrine and morality. From understanding the Chinese culture, I also 
learnt that I had to behave and control myself, and also had to be rational all the time 
in order to be a good person. 
 
This early education made my process of doing Masters research difficult, 
especially in regard to thinking and learning. I was used to the learning method of 
acceptance but without doubt. It made my Masters research difficult in the beginning 
because I was not able to make my direction clear by myself. But, the process has 
helped me become more mature in thinking and also has helped me to change my 
learning attitude. As the result of that, I am now more able to decide my direction for 
my life and my painting without instructions from other people. I have also started to 
doubt and question while I am learning. 
 
PREVIOUS ART EDUCATION 
 
Kuala Lumpur College of Arts (KLCA) was an art school which emphasized 
western traditional art teaching principles. This was the art college that I attended. 
The teaching system of the school focused on two aims. Firstly, the school was 
training students to be artists. Secondly, it was training students to develop skills to 
survive in society. Within the three year degree, the first and second years were 
dedicated to foundation training, and only the third year, students were taught to do 
creative works. 
 
The first year at KLCA consisted of training students in the basic art skills. In 
the first year, students had to learn still life drawing, figure drawing, watercolour, 
colour theory, art history, and even basic graphic design. In all of these subjects, the 
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school required that students draw or paint in a realistic style, which utilized the most 
fundamental of art skills. For example, when students learn figure drawing, they 
firstly have to transform it into separate sections—the head, the torso etc.--using 
boxes of 3D, they then add the structure of body like muscles and bones.7
 
 In addition, 
students could not manifest strong self-expression such as abstract works because the 
course was focusing on training students’ understanding of particular skills and 
techniques. In the second year, students had to choose their major studies from Fine 
Arts and Graphic Design. In Fine Arts, students continued to learn watercolour, figure 
drawing and art history, but also started to learn oil painting and art analysis. However, 
the second year also focused on foundation skills—concentrating more on the 
development of skills and techniques--by using different mediums. 
The third year focused on learning “creation”. The subjects in third year 
consisted of oil painting, figure drawing, art analysis and art history. In the first 
semester of third year, students started learning to use figures in the set pose to do 
some simple creative oil paintings. From this exercise, students learnt how to use 
objects to express their thoughts and ideas. In the second semester, students then had 
freedom to do their “creations” and choose the art styles as they wanted. Therefore, 
students only had half a year to explore personal interests. 
 
In the first semester of third year, students did not only learn what creative 
artwork was, but also copied masterpieces. Copying for students in KLCA was just an 
exercise. The purpose of copying western masterpieces was for students to learn 
colour, technique, composition and even the gesture from it. So, the works which they 
copied had to look the same as the originals. In the final semester, students stepped 
into doing more creative work. The artworks they did had to be totally creative. The 
ideas, compositions or methodology of works had to come from students’ own minds. 
This kind of work was considered as “creation”. In my opinion, the definition of 
“creation” is the consequence of Modernist thinking. But, by doing Masters research, 
I have changed my mind about reproducing masterpieces and believe that this process 
can be creative if it is used purposely. 
 
                                                 
7  See Figure 10, 11 and 12. 
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In this third year period of doing “creations”, I was trying to create my own 
“style”. Artists in Malaysia are very concerned about their art “styles”. They believe 
that if they are able to create an art “style” which belongs to them and can be easy to 
recognise by viewers, they will become accepted and famous. Therefore, in my 
previous art college, students were mostly concentrating on creating their own art 
“styles”. Some of my classmates in third year opposed classical or realistic paintings 
because they thought of this kind of art as old-fashioned. They also believed that arts 
should be more expressive and conceptual like Pop Art, Conceptual Art or Dada. I 
was influenced by them to the extent that I gave up doing any realistic painting. In the 
final semester in third year, I tried several different art genres in order to discover the 
“style” that was suitable for me. From that, I developed a “style” that was different, 
and I considered that to be my own art “style”. 
 
After I graduated from KLCA, I stopped painting for a year due to working and 
studying English. Then, I went to the University of Ballarat to study the Bachelor of 
Visual Arts (Honours). In the beginning of the first semester, I was struggling to keep 
and develop the “style”, which I created in KLCA. Then, I realised that I was too 
restricted by the “style” and could not express my feelings through this way. After 
that, I understood that my painting would be best formed if I were honest to myself. 
Thus, I relaxed the idea of keeping my “style” and painted my artworks with more 
freedom to find out what I was really looking for. Finally, I comprehended that 
realistic painting allowed me to express myself more as I wanted. So, my thesis has 
been pursuing this. 
 
MY LIFE IN AUSTRALIA 
 
The year 2000 was a difficult year for me. In the end of year 1999, my father 
was forced to close his business due to the economic crisis in Malaysia. I thought I 
would not be able to come back to Australia to study again after I completed my 
Honours year. However, I was able to borrow some money to facilitate my return to 
Australia. There were also a lot of other difficulties that I had to face, which changed 
the way I thought about my life, and also impacted on my thesis. 
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Although I had obtained some money to come back to study my Masters Degree, 
I had to also get a part time job to cover my living expenses in Australia. In addition, I 
could not get any space for my study at the university. I was forced to do my painting 
at home, which was rented and could not be made dirty. This is a common experience. 
I know that I am not the only foreign student who has had financial problems while 
studying in Australia. Many students who come to Australia have to study and also 
get a part time job to cover living expenses8
 
. Due to these difficulties, the pressure of 
living and studying still made me become more and more depressed.  
At the same time, my girlfriend was also facing difficulties with her study. We 
were not happy living together because I could not get the understanding or comfort 
that I needed from her and also could not understand her. Both of us knew what we 
really needed during that time. We only needed understanding from each other. 
However, we were a bit selfish and stubborn so that neither of us wanted to be the 
person who comforted the other one because both of us needed to be comforted. This 
contributed to my feeling of isolation and depression. 
 
When I tried to get some help from my friends, none of them helped me. This 
shocked me deeply. I then realised that friends here were not the kind of friends who 
would be willing to understand me. I was so disappointed that I questioned the 
meaning of friendship through the painting entitled “Friends”.9
 
 
Due to the change in my life circumstances and the doubt I was experiencing, I 
started seriously questioning the purpose of my life. In the past, I had not worried 
about life because I could get support from my family. Suddenly, I had to be 
independent and solve all my problems alone. At that point, I realised that life was so 
hard that I might not be able to handle it. However, I still had to find a way to cope. 
So I started to ask myself questions, “what is the point of existence?” Life for me 
seemed to be just suffering with no real happiness. Those questions were bothering 
me for so long that I lost the aim of my life. I felt lonely and the loneliness invaded 
                                                 
8  Mezger, June. Bridging the Intercultural Communication Gap: A Guide for TAFE Teachers of 
International Students. 2nd ed. Australia: National TAFE Overseas Network, 1994, pp. 197-
205. 
 
9  See Figure 16 and Slide 2. 
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my confidence. Therefore, I started to doubt everything that I used to have, including 
my ability, my love and my friends. 
 
Later on, I slowly started to accept the nature of my fate and became less 
determined to focus on trying to understand the problems, I tried to be more easy-
going and make my life easier. I became less wilful regarding my problems. But, the 
difficulties had influenced the way I thought about my life and made me more 
pessimistic. I denied the way I thought about life in the past and tried to understand 
what life was supposed to be for me. I was also more sensitive about my feelings and 
events that took place around me. All this became a source for my paintings which 
increasingly considered moral issues. 
 
During that time, I had heard about a love story from my friend. The story was 
about the relationship between my friend and his girlfriend but they were both 
involved with other people. I was very sensitive about this kind of circumstance 
because I had had a similar experience in my past. The experience had hurt me so 
much that it became a psychological wound in my heart and could never be forgotten. 
In addition, as a Buddhist, this circumstance is considered as a sin because it is 
immoral. So, I composed a painting called “The Amusement”10
 
 to criticize the people 
who don’t have moral responsibility, especially sexual responsibility. 
The painting called “I Saw A Bird Flying Away”11
 
 expresses for me the sadness 
about a friend’s leaving. In the middle of 2000, after being in Australia for one and an 
half years, the friends who I was closest to finally left for good. I had only just 
managed to get through the difficulties in the beginning of 2000 and had started to 
accept my friends again, but then they left me. I especially missed my sister-in-law, 
who helped me a lot in Australia. When I knew that she had resigned from her job in 
Australia and was going home, I became very sad. After they left, although everything 
seemed the same and life still moved on, I knew there was something missing in my 
heart and I felt sad because of their absence. 
                                                 
10  See Figure 20 and Slide 4. 
 
11  See Figure 23 and Slide 5. 
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I felt that I had no more friends in Australia. Most of my friends were from 
Asian countries like Malaysia, Thailand or Korea and only a few Australian friends 
who were my classmates. The reason for this was that the cultures of Eastern and 
Western countries are very different and also that I could not explain myself very well 
by speaking a second language—English. Due to this, I found it very hard to 
communicate with Australians. In fact, many international students indeed have the 
same experience as me. For example, a Chinese Malaysian, who studied at the 
Australian National University, found more difficulty mixing with Western people 
than Asians due to the difference between the cultures.12
 
 When I was with a group of 
Western people, I had a feeling that I was being ignored because I was different from 
them. It also made me think that I did not belong in this place. Especially after most 
of my friends had left, the feeling of isolation became more and more strong. 
It had been quiet for a while in my life, but the bad fate would never let go of 
me. My second uncle, who had lung cancer, died in the beginning of 2001. A couple 
of months later, I received a call from home to tell me that my grandfather had passed 
away. At the same time, my fourth uncle was sent to hospital due to liver cancer. He 
died in the middle of 2001. I supposed that their death was the cruellest life 
experience for me to learn. I had been thinking of how I would feel if one of my 
family members or relatives died. When it really happened to me, I was surprised that 
I did not feel a strong reaction in response to it although I was still sad about their 
deaths. Perhaps, I was distant from my hometown when this happened, so I could not 
feel the sadness and respond to it. In addition, I believe that Buddhism influenced me 
about the thought of death. From practicing Buddhism, I understand that death is the 
most natural thing in the world. When one is born, he or she is waiting for his or her 
death. Nobody can escape this reality. 
 
Their deaths and all the circumstances which happened in Australia have helped 
me to understand more about Buddhism. From understanding Buddhism, I have 
discovered what I should do for myself and with my art in this limited lifetime. My 
paintings at that time were the medium for me to question, to record, to release my 
                                                 
12  Ballard, Brigid, and Clanchy, John. Study Abroad: A Manual for Asian Students. Petaling 
Jaya: Longman Malaysia SDN. BHD., 1996, p.4. 
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feelings and to find out the meaning of my life. I also believe that my painting has 
improved as a result of all the hardships I have faced. 
 
BEING AN ISOLATED BUDDHIST 
 
I became a Buddhist when I was very young so I have never found any difficulty 
practicing Buddhism. When I was a teenager, I gradually discovered that my thinking 
and behaviour was quite different from other teenagers the same age as me. So, 
because none of my friends were Buddhists, I found it hard to join with them in 
activities and to share interests with them. Although I knew that there would be a lot 
of benefits from practicing Buddhism, I felt isolated by maintaining my religious 
practice. 
 
There are some disciplines that Buddhists have to obey. These disciplines are 
the teaching of moral behaviour, such as avoiding intoxicating substances. Because I 
have always tried to follow these disciplines, my friends think I am boring and upright. 
For example, nightclubs or pubs are the places where young people like to go to have 
fun and drink alcohol. As a Buddhist, I don’t drink, so I seldom go to this kind of 
place. In Australia, most of my friends like to gather together in a friend’s house to 
have some alcohol and chat, but I seldom attend because I don’t drink alcohol. Slowly, 
the relationship between my friends and I have become more and more distant 
because we have few interests and values in common. Therefore, I have always ended 
up alone and seldom with friends. 
 
In Malaysia, young people usually do not believe in Buddhism or other religions. 
A lot of Chinese think that religion is for older, retired people. For instance, as Master 
Xing Yun writes, when the Buddha was still a prince and wanted to be a monk, his 
father advised him to first be a king, then be a monk after retirement.13
                                                 
13  Master Xing Yun. The Biography of The Buddha. Taipei: The Corporate Body of The Budda 
Educational Foundation, 1990, pp. 51-52. 
 If young 
Chinese Malaysians are religious, Christianity or Catholicism will be their choice 
because they believe that Buddhism is too formal and serious. While I was at the art 
college, many of my classmates were Christian but none of them were Buddhists. In 
Australia, it is even harder for me to find a friend who believes in Buddhism. So far, I 
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don’t have many Buddhist friends who are the same age and could share their 
experience of practicing Buddhism with me. 
 
Although, my religious practice has made a distance between my friends and I, I 
think that the isolation has helped me to understand more about Buddhism and my life. 
Therefore, in my paintings, there is always a feeling of isolation. This has been a 
major focus for my Masters research and I will talk about it at length in the next 
chapter. 
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CHAPTER II: BUDDHISM 
 
Buddhism influences my entire mode of thinking. When I was a child, the only 
religion that my parents believed in was Buddhism. My mother always told me some 
basic Buddhist doctrines and taught me to pray some simple sutras. When I was 
fourteen years old, I formally became a Buddhist. Since then, I had an obligation to 
pray the sutra chosen by my master everyday. I also was required to behave myself 
and follow the rules of Buddhism. So, the criterion for distinguishing between right 
and wrong for me has always been based on Buddhism. 
 
However, as a result of this Masters enquiry, I have started to seriously think 
about my beliefs. I am a Buddhist, but I have never really understood what Buddhism 
is—only that I had to pray a sutra to reduce sins from previous lives and to behave 
myself in order to avoid committing sins. So, I started to read some Buddhist 
teachings in order to understand the Dharma14 more deeply. One of the books I read 
was called “Journeys to The Underworld”15
 
 and it influenced my behaviour. I was 
shocked by it’s description of punishment in Hell so I planned to explore the whole 
context of this book through my paintings in the beginning of my Masters research. 
But then, I realised that to tell a story without having direct personal experiences of it 
would obstruct my artistic expression of ideas and thoughts. Therefore, I changed my 
subject matter to be more about my personal experiences. 
When I tried to understand more about Buddhism, I became confused and 
misinterpreted how to put the Dharma—especially the concept of the 
“emptiness”16
 
─into practice in my life. Because I failed to grasp the true essence of 
the “emptiness”, my thinking became negative and I lost sight of my goals and hope 
in my life. As a consequence, I endeavoured to seek out the purpose of my life 
through art. 
                                                 
14  Dharma: The teachings of the Buddha. 
 
15  Lee, loc.cit. 
 
16  Emptiness: The unsubstantiality of all phenomena. 
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AN INTRODUCTION TO BUDDHISM 
 
Buddhism was founded by the Buddha 2500 years ago. The Buddha was named 
Siddhartha Gautama and born as a prince of the Sakya tribe of Nepal in approximately 
566 BC. He grew up in a comfortable palace which was full of happiness. One day, he 
went outside the palace and saw old people, sick people and dead people for the first 
time. He then came to realise that life was full of suffering and he could not be happy 
living as he had been. He left his home to seek for the truth to overcome suffering at 
the age of 29. 
 
He studied for a while with two famous gurus of the day, but found their 
practices deficient. By then he had practiced the austerities and self-mortifications for 
six years. At that point, he came to the town of Bodh Gaya and seated himself under 
the bodhi tree to think about the question of suffering. Siddhartha finally understood 
the answer to the question of suffering and became the Buddha, which means “he who 
is awake.” 
 
The Buddha was preaching the path or Dharma in the plains of northeastern 
India for 45 years or more. In approximately 486 BC, the Buddha died at the age of 
80. 
 
Basic Theory and rules for Buddhist 
 
According to the Buddha, life is full of suffering, existence is pain, and the 
struggle to maintain individuality is painful. Why is life so full of suffering? Human 
beings insist on the existence of self, and concern for that self as a result becomes 
much more important than everything. Due to this, the three poisons, which are greed, 
anger and stubbornness, are created from our mind. All suffering is caused by these 
three poisons. 
 
There is a concept of “emptiness” in Buddhism. The Buddha realised that 
everything in the world, including living things like human beings and even our 
thinking, is impermanent, imperfect and not separate. Therefore, there is nothing in 
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the world that is worth clinging to or pursuing forever in our lives. For example, a 
table is an object that can be seen and touched, so it is existent. However, from the 
view point of Buddhists, the table is existent and non-existent at the same time. Tables 
are essentially made of wood (or other materials) and what we see is just the wood but 
in the form of table. So, the table is non-existent because it is only a form or a concept. 
Everything in the world is like the table and essentially nothing, which suggests we 
shouldn’t take material life so seriously. The principle of letting go of everything we 
cling to is called “emptiness”. 
 
According to Buddhist principles, everything in the world exists because of 
Karma—which is also known as cause and effect. It causes the metempsychosis17
 
 and 
the suffering of birth, old age, illness and death. To achieve enlightenment, we need to 
break the cycle of karma by understanding the “emptiness”. To fully realise the 
“emptiness”, we first have to remove the three poisons. Practicing Buddhist 
disciplines will help to do this. 
Belief, discipline, peace and wisdom are very important to Buddhists. These 
four words are the steps to enlightenment. So, firstly, Buddhists have to completely 
believe in Buddhism. Then, they have to practice or follow the Buddhist disciplines. 
From the practicing of disciplines, they will slowly feel peaceful in their mind. From 
this, they will begin to see the truth more clearly and develop wisdom. 
 
The main disciplines of Buddhism consist of five moral precepts. They are: 
 
1. Avoid killing, or harming any living thing 
2. Avoid stealing—taking what is not yours to take 
3. Avoid sexual irresponsibility 
4. Avoid lying, or any hurtful speech 
5. Avoid alcohol and drugs which diminish clarity of consciousness 
 
Buddhists also have to obey ten commandments of good deeds. 
 
                                                 
17  Metempsychosis: The cycle of innumerable birth. 
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These disciplines are only a part of “The Eightfold Path”18
 
. The Eightfold Path 
is a mode of behaviour that the Buddha devised for human beings to help them 
achieve right thinking and right behaviour in order to enlighten Nirvana. 
Nirvana is the ideal state of attainment for Buddhists and also is the final goal 
for all Buddhists. Nirvana literally means “blow out”, but it means to Buddhists 
complete wisdom and the extinction of all sufferings—this means there are no births 
and no deaths. Some people might think that Nirvana is a heavenly place or paradise, 
but it is not a place. It is only a state. As it is written by DuMoulin and Maraldo: 
 
Nirvana is an everlasting state of happiness and peace…It is the highest 
happiness, the bliss that does not pass away, in which even death has lost 
its sting. All the difficulties and afflictions of life have passed away forever 
in a perfect rest.19
 
 
While Nirvana is not a place, it exists as naturally as fire exists. “…there is no storage 
place for fire or for Nirvana. But when you rub pieces of wood together, then the 
friction and heat are proper conditions for fire to arise.”20
 
 When one has purified his 
or her mind and is no longer bound by desires, Nirvana will appear to the person 
naturally. 
JOURNEYS TO THE UNDERWORLD 
 
In the universe, above our ordinary world of human beings, there are other 
beings in their own different worlds according to the Buddha. The world that human 
beings are living in now is called the Realm of Humans. The others are the Realms of 
Gods, Asuras21
                                                 
18  The Eightfold Path: Right view, thought, speech, action, livelihood, effort, mindfulness, and 
concentration, it is also called The Middle Way. 
, Animals, Hungry Ghosts and Hell. The Realms of Gods and Humans 
 
19  DuMoulin, Heinrich, and Maraldo, John C, The Cultural, Political, and Religious Significance 
of: Buddhism in the Modern World. New York: Collier Books, 1976, pp. 17-18. 
 
20  Sri Dhammananda, op.cit., p.103. 
 
21  Asuras: Titans or demigod or jealous god, they like fighting and violence; they are the only 
beings that also exist in the Realm of God, Human, Animal and Hell. 
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are considered as the Two Good Realms, and the rest are the Four Evil Realms. 
Above these six realms, there are four more realms that are for those who have 
enlightenment. The following explains the Buddhist world: 
 
The Realms of Those who are Enlightened: 
1. The Realm of Buddhas 
2. The Realm of Bodhisattvas 
3. The Realm of Those Enlightened to Conditions 
4. The Realm of Hearers 
 
The Six Realms that are still in the Metempsychosis: 
1. The Realm of Gods 
2. The Realm of Humans 
3. The Realm of Asuras 
4. The Realm of Animals 
5. The Realm of Hungry Ghosts 
6. The Realm of Hell 
 
In the Realms of Those who are Enlightened, the highest realm is the Realm of 
Buddhas. This is also referred to as the state of Nirvana. Those in the Realm of 
Bodhisattva, the Realm of Those Enlightened to Conditions and the Realm of Hearers 
have not attained Nirvana yet, but they have transcended the Metempsychosis. 
 
Metempsychosis means the cycle of innumerable rebirth. The Dalai Lama once 
said, “Death is nothing other than the separation of consciousness from the physical 
body.”22
 
 He went on to say, 
According to the Buddhist explanation, consciousness is said to be 
nonobstructive and nonphscical (sic), and it is from the action of this 
consciousness that all emotions, all delusions, and all human faults arise. 
However, it is also because of the inherent nature of this consciousness 
                                                                                                                                            
 
22  The Dalai Lama. The Way to Freedom. London: Thorsons, 1997, p.70. 
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that one can eliminate all these faults and delusions and bring about 
lasting peace and happiness.23
 
 
Therefore, we know that everything is created by consciousness, and because of that, 
Metempsychosis occurs. Buddhists believe that human beings will be reborn into one 
of the Six Realms for a limited period of time after death. The realm they will be 
reborn into depends on their Karma. Therefore, if one does good deeds, he or she will 
be reborn into one of the Two Good Realms, otherwise he or she will be reborn into 
one of the Four Evil Realms. Reincarnation is very important to Buddhism because it 
is a fundamental principle of Buddhism. 
 
Reading “Journeys to The Underworld”24
 
 in 1999 was significant for my work 
and me. The book explores the Realm of Hell and depicts the various punishments 
meted out for the different types of sins committed. I will briefly summarize the book: 
After death, the souls of deceased human beings walk through a dark and 
mysterious path to a place where they see a mountain called “The Mountain of 
Heart” and it radiates a very bright light. There is a hole called “The Hole of 
Hell” located on the side of the mountain. If a person has done good deeds 
during their lifetime on the Earth, he or she will see the gate of heaven located 
on the peak of the mountain. If the person is evil, he or she is not able to open 
their eyes due to the bright light and so will fall into “The Hole of Hell”. 
 
There are ten tribunals in Hell and the First Tribunal is the registration office. 
The souls of deceased human beings are investigated and judged to be guilty 
or innocent. For those who are not guilty, they can be reborn into “The Realm 
of Humans”. They are taken to visit the rest of the Tribunals before rebirth. 
For those who are guilty, they would be taken to the Second Tribunal to judge 
their sins. 
 
                                                 
23  ibid. pp. 70-71. 
 
24  Lee, loc.cit. 
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The Second to the Ninth Tribunals are in fact the real tribunals for punishing 
souls. Every tribunal is in charge of different types of punishments for sins 
and has many divisions of Hades. For example, in the Second Tribunal, there 
are sixteen Division of Hades. One of the Hades is called the Hades of Hungry 
Ghosts and is for punishing humans who are reckless and misuse foodstuffs—
squandering money, spending money for their own enjoyment rather than 
caring for charitable and welfare work. The souls of deceased humans have to 
pass through from the Second to the Ninth Tribunals to judge their sins. 
 
The Tenth Tribunal is in charge of metempsychosis. After finishing all the 
punishments, they come to this tribunal to receive their rebirth. However, they 
can only be reborn into the Realms of Humans or Animals. 
 
Reading the book had a great impact on me because I had not realised that hell 
was so horrifying. I started to seriously think about my behaviour. I was afraid of 
going to Hell so I endeavoured to be virtuous in every way possible. The book also 
gave me a clear criterion for right and wrong. I thought if everyone knew the horror of 
Hell, they would not commit any sin. As a consequence, this provoked me to start 
painting about Buddhism in my art. I felt a responsibility to paint about Buddhism 
because I was becoming aware that my art was an expression of my Buddhist identity. 
 
THE NEW UNDERSTANDING FOR ME 
 
Although I believed in Buddhism since I was fourteen years old, I did not really 
understand what Buddhism meant to me. All I knew about it was that to pray a sutra 
everyday and obey the five Buddhist principles would reduce my sins and mean I 
would have a better life in the future or in the next life. 
 
I came to realise that I did not really understand what my belief was about when 
I was studying at Art College. At that time, most of my classmates were Christians 
and they often asked me questions about Buddhism. Then, I started to read some 
Buddhist books in order to answer their questions. But, I also did not really 
understand what I had read from Buddhist books.  
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Due to the changes in my life in the year 2000, I was facing difficulties that I 
had never before confronted in my life—suffering which made me question my life. 
As a result, I tried to find the answer from my religion through my art. I then realised 
that life is full of suffering and Buddhism is the path for me to extricate suffering. 
This helped me understand why I should pray my sutra everyday and practice the five 
moral precepts. 
 
Buddhists have to first firmly believe in Buddhism, and then practice the five 
moral precepts, ten commandments of good deeds and how to be peaceful in mind, so 
they will have wisdom to achieve Nirvana. Practicing Buddhist disciplines is not only 
for the development of virtues, but also for reducing sins and removing the three 
poisons. For me, on top of that, the disciplines of Buddhism are also criterions for 
distinguishing between right and wrong. Therefore, some of my paintings like “The 
Amusement” 25
 
 are questioning people’s behaviour based on the criterion of the 
Buddhist disciplines. 
I had not fully understood the meaning and reason for praying sutras. The 
process of doing this thesis has helped me understanding better the value of sutra. My 
mother always exhorted me to pray sutra and told me it would reduce my sins, which 
were committed in the past. I would also be able to gain wisdom if I could remove all 
my sins. In addition, praying sutra is very much like a confession as praying sutra is 
another form of confessing sins. This explains why we can reduce sins and gain 
wisdom by praying sutras.  
 
Recently I have discovered another aspect of praying sutras, which has 
convinced me more than ever of the value of sutras. Praying sutra can be said to be a 
practice of stilling the mind. Sutras are the books that record the teachings of the 
Buddha. Praying sutras is like repeating the Dharma and memorising it. We have to 
concentrate on what we read and cannot have other thoughts while we are praying a 
sutra. This makes our minds peaceful. Moreover, it could also be said to be a way of 
developing powers of concentration. So, the more we pray, the more peace and clarity 
                                                 
25  See Figure 20 and Slide 4. 
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is brought to the mind. Seeing things more clearly means wisdom. For me, praying 
sutra has helped me to become more patient, which is especially useful for my method 
of doing figurative paintings, because it needs time and patience to proceed. 
 
The Dharma is the teachings of wisdom. The purpose of practicing Buddhism is 
to gain wisdom and understand the truth. In addition, wisdom is the only way to attain 
enlightenment. Buddhism for me is an education of wisdom. By practicing Buddhism, 
I have begun to gain wisdom and my mind is clearer, this has made my life easier and 
happier. 
 
Buddhism has also helped me to understand more clearly the direction of my art. 
As an artist, I was sometimes not sure about the direction my work should take and 
the meaning of it to me. By practising Buddhism, I believe that I have found this 
direction. The Dalai Lama said, “Art makes the minds of people turn inward. This is 
particularly helpful for those people whose minds are always being directed 
outward…”26
 
 From what the Dalai Lama said, I understand that as a Buddhist and 
also an artist, I have a responsibility to endeavour to awaken the spiritual life of 
human beings in those who are responsive. 
For me, my painting will not only be a medium to express my thoughts, feelings 
and beliefs, but also to awaken people to the danger of greed, anger and stubbornness, 
in order to raise their spiritual awareness. I think that we need to know what is wrong 
in order to know what is right. Therefore, my paintings always reflect the darkness of 
humanity so as to let people question themselves and be aware. I have found 
encouragement from the Dalai Lama’s words to support my thought: 
 
In order to develop good human qualities it is very important to realise, on 
the basis of general consensus, which values are of good quality: the value 
of compassion, the value of forgiveness. At the same time it is equally 
important to know the negativeness of anger and hatred.27
 
 
                                                 
26  Papadakis, Andreas C. Art meets Science and Spirituality. London: Academic Group Ltd, 
1990, p.35. 
 
27  ibid. p.38. 
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So, the new direction for my art is that my paintings will be the medium for me to 
share my experience of practicing Buddhism with other people and to arouse the good 
quality of human beings. This growing awareness of the awakening spiritual life of 
other people has been a direct result of my Masters research. 
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CHAPTER III: THE PAINTINGS 
 
Due to my previous art education, my works are based in the Western art 
tradition, but my mind is always affected by Buddhism. I would say that I am using 
Western traditional art techniques to talk about Buddhist ideas. With this in mind, I 
have divided them into two categories—thoughts and paintings—for discussion. My 
thoughts and influences have been discussed in the previous chapter. For my paintings, 
the influences always come from the Western art tradition. 
 
THE PAINTING PROCESS 
 
For me, to create a good painting that can effectively express my intentions, the 
process of making paintings is significant. This process includes the using of 
mediums, glazes and the layers of paintings. I had learned many painting techniques 
and skills in KLCA but I did not realise the importance of the painting process until I 
came to Australia. When I started a painting, I would try to finish it as much as I 
could. I did not care about the use of mediums so the colours in my paintings always 
looked like death and this affected the expression of my paintings. 
 
During the process of my Masters Research, I have found that classical 
painting’s process is more suitable for my figurative paintings. Classical painting’s 
process takes time because each layer has to dry before I am able to continue with the 
next layer. It is however worth the wait because this process enables me to activate 
the colours in my paintings, and is especially good for creating a feeling of infinite 
space28
 
. It also makes the figures look “real”. 
For example, when I start a painting, I always have red as a base colour. Then, I 
paint out the highlight by using a bright or light colour like Lemon Yellow or Yellow 
Ochre. After the painting is dry, I will put a glaze over the painting. The colour of the 
glaze that I use is usually a semi-transparent or transparent colour like Prussion Blue 
or Viridian. Due to the transparency, the base colour will reflect through the glaze, 
                                                 
28  Ocvirk, O.G, Stinson, R.E, Wigg, P.R, Bone, R.O and Cayton, D.L. Art Fundamentals: 
Theory and Practice. 8th ed. McGraw-Hill, 1998, pp. 182-183. 
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although the painting becomes darker. Every layer of colour that I put on is a thin 
layer of paint. After that, I will paint the highlight of the painting again and then put 
on a final glaze. Therefore, the dark part of my painting is becoming darker and richer 
while the base colour still reflects through the layers of glaze, and the light part of my 
painting is becoming lighter and brighter. 
 
In addition, due to the glaze, I am able to control the thickness of paint. From 
studying some great artists like Caravaggio, Jacques-Louis David and Eugene 
Delacroix, I have realised that the control of the thickness of paint is significant in the 
Classical painting process. Especially for a figure, the highlight is thicker than the 
dark part of a figure or shadow and this makes the figure look solid. Using layers of 
glaze allows me to keep the dark part or shadow thin and transparent so that the base 
colour is still reflecting through from underneath, and add more impasto paint on 
highlights in order to make the illusion of form more convincing. I have started to 
explore the infinite aesthetic possibilities of this technique. 
 
For me, drawings and sketches are also important in this process. Before I start 
my paintings, I always do some drawings or sketches to find out a suitable way to 
express my ideas and thoughts. The composition is also decided from them. After I 
have started my paintings, I continue to make drawings and sketches when I need to 
study the figures for my paintings. In addition, I also do sculptures in order to study 
and understand well aspects of the figures such as the structure, muscles and poses.29
 
 
As I indicated in the introduction, apart from my drawings and sketches, some 
of my paintings are also experimental works. In order to understand and learn 
Classical painting techniques, I have experimented with colours, the use of glaze and 
the mediums in some of my smaller paintings. For example, “Still Life” 30, “The 
Reclining Woman ”31, “The Back”32 and the study for “I Am Walking Away”33
                                                 
29  See Figure 13, 14, 15, 22, 24 and 30. 
. From 
 
30  See Figure 27 and Slide 9. 
 
31  See Slide 10. 
 
32  See Slide 3. 
 
33  See Figure 31 and Slide 6. 
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these exercises, I have then incorporated the learning and understanding gained in the 
use of glaze, mediums and colour into my major paintings. 
 
The content of my major paintings is about my life and also moral issues. I have 
chosen narrative as a device to tell my opinions. In the next section, I will discuss in 
more detail the ideas about narrative that inform my paintings. 
 
NARRATIVE 
 
My paintings are narratives—telling stories about my life in Australia. For me, I 
always like to use story telling as a means of communicating my ideas when giving 
advice to people. This is my personality. I have found that this is the most natural way 
for me to express my ideas, so I do the same with my art.  
 
The influences for this came from the traditional Chinese literature I learnt in 
school and in comic books. Most of the traditional Chinese literature I learnt in 
secondary school was about the stories of the saints, kings or important events in 
China. They usually were introduced in a narrative way. From the literature, I have 
learnt that some saints also used narrative devices to give advice to the people. I very 
much enjoyed reading traditional Chinese literature and this inspired me to use 
narrative to give suggestions or to express my ideas. 
 
In addition, the way of expressing ideas in traditional Chinese literature is 
indirect and tactful. It is unlike western literary works. I find that western people are 
more direct than Chinese in speech and writing. For example, when someone asks for 
help, western people will say “no” if they cannot help but Chinese will say “yes”, but 
in a non-committal way, instead of saying “no” because they think it is impolite to 
directly say “no”. Chinese literary work tends to use story or the method of saying 
something seemingly non-important, to lead readers to the main point. This impulse is 
also one of the factors that influenced me to use narrative, even in everyday life. 
 
My contact with the comic book genre has also influenced me to use narrative. 
When I was a child, I liked reading comic books and also created my own comic book. 
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This affected me in many ways and it even has an effect on my choice of career. The 
original reason for studying art was that I wanted to be a comic artist, although I 
found I was more interested in fine art. 
 
Narrative is very commonly used by artists to express ideas, especially for artists 
who compose figurative paintings. Before Modernism, many Western artists used the 
stories of the Bible, mythology, literature or historical events to express their ideas 
and thoughts. For example, “The Last Supper” 34 by Leonardo Da Vinci shows a story 
from the Bible and “The Death of Marat” 35
 
 by Jacques-Louis David describes a real 
historical event that occurred in the late eighteenth century. 
From the analysis of Jencks36
 
, Neo-Classicism in Post-Modernism is divided 
into five categories—Metaphysical Classicism, Narrative Classicism, Allegorical 
Classicism, Realist Classicism and The Classical Sensibility. He divided Narrative 
Classicism into two categories for discussion—The Aesthetic Moralists and 
Suggestive Narrative are one group, and Erotic and Subversive Classicism, the other. 
I believe that my artwork is related to The Aesthetic Moralists and Suggestive 
Narrative. 
According to Jencks, historical figurative paintings always portrayed a 
significant event and pointed to a moral. Especially in the late eighteenth century, this 
had become more explicit. Nonetheless, narrative paintings were being ignored and 
not in the main stream during the Modernist period. In the recent century, the period 
of Post-Modernism, narrative paintings were reborn and once again pointed to a moral 
issue.37
                                                 
34  Da Vinci, Leonardo. The Last Supper, 1498, Convent of Santa Maria Delle Grazie (refectory). 
Illustrated in The World of Leonardo. pp.88-89. Nederland: Time-life International N.V., 
1971. Also see Figure 1. 
 The difference between the historical paintings in the late eighteenth century 
and contemporary narrative paintings is in the type of story that they traced. Modern 
 
35  David, Jacques-Louis. The Death of Marat, 1793, Musees Royaux Des Beaux-Arts De 
Belgique. Illustrated in David and Neo-Classicism. p.111. Paris: Terrail, 1999. Also see 
Figure 2. 
 
36  Jencks, Charles. Post-Modernism: The New Classicism In Art and Architecture. London: 
Academic Editions, 1987. 
37  Lu, Victoria. The Art Phenomenon of Post-Modernism. Tai-Pei City: Artists Publisher, 1990, 
p.82. (Author’s translation) 
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aesthetic moralists like Paul Georges, James Valerio, Alfred Leslie and Jack Beal did 
not only portray a present significant event to point out moral issues, but also used 
everyday life and scenes to express their ideas about morality. These artists have used 
images from mythology or traditional themes to comment on contemporary issues. 
For example, the painting called “My Kent State”38
 
 from Paul Georges reveals the 
brutal killing of Vietnam protestors at Kent State University. In this painting, a figure 
of the “muse”, one of nine ancient Goddesses who represented an art or science, is 
acting in a quasi-allegorical role. I have found encouragement from the modern 
aesthetic moralists, especially Jack Beal, to support what I want to do with my 
paintings. I also realised that I was not the only painter with these intentions and it 
gave me more energy to proceed. 
During 1977 and 1978, Jack Beal created a series of paintings about Virtues and 
Vices. His reason for doing this was that: 
 
I wanted to take a contemporary look at an age-old issue—the struggle 
between good and evil. These concepts have changed, and our feelings 
about virtues and vices have altered radically…I thought that examining 
moral issues was eminently worthwhile. The world needs leadership. Few of 
us get it at home; we don’t get it at school. Few of us go to church, so we 
don’t get it there either; and although painting is not necessarily the best 
vehicle for moralizing, nonetheless it can be a moral vehicle for people who 
don’t attend church or read philosophy.39
 
 
I agree with this statement and have found that it is very similar to my own thoughts. I 
have also found similarity with his paintings in that his narrative is about scenes of 
everyday life. For example, one of his paintings called “Prudence, Avarice, Lust, 
Justice, Anger”40
                                                 
38  Georges, Paul. My Kent State, 1971-72, Artist’s Collection. Illustrated in Post-Modernism: 
The New Classicism In Art and Architecture. p.69. London: Academic Editions, 1987. Also 
see Figure 3. 
 from 1977-78, describes the fighting which happened in a group of 
 
39  Shanes, Eric. Jack Beal. New York: Hudson Hill Press, 1993, p.64. 
40  Beal, Jack. Prudence, Avarice, Lust, Justice, Anger. 1977-78, Bayly Art Museum of the 
University of Virginia. Illustrated in Jack Beal. p.68. New York: Hudson Hill Press, 1993. 
Also see Figure 5. 
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card-players to express a moral issue. I see the similarity in content between this 
painting and one of my works—“The Amusement”. 41  Beal’s painting reveals the 
ugliness of humanity—avarice, lust and anger, which is the same as the three poisons 
in Buddhism. In “The Amusement”42, the content is about having an affair, but the 
message behind this painting is about responsibility, greed and stubbornness, which is 
I think, similar to “Prudence, Avarice, Lust, Justice, Anger”43
 
. 
Apart from The Aesthetic Moralists, my paintings are also related to what 
Jencks 44  calls Suggestive Narrative, especially in the later works of my Masters 
research project. According to the description of Suggestive Narrative from Jencks, it 
is about symbol and suggesting ideas. I will talk about this in more detail in the 
“Symbol and Suggestion”45
 
 section. 
COMPOSITION AND SPACE 
 
I consider that composition, shape and colour, are the three main factors that 
form a painting or drawing. Amongst them, composition is usually the first factor that 
I think about because it is the main thing that expresses what I want to say. 
 
Space is significant for my figurative paintings because it creates the dimensions 
and a realistic feeling. It is also a room for the objects of painting to live and for an 
audience to “walk” into the paintings. As Frank Stella writes, “…the aim of art is to 
create space—space that is not compromised by decoration or illustration, space in 
which the subjects of painting can live.”46
 
 
My concepts are primarily expressed through the composition that I design. I 
always do some sketches or drawings in order to create a composition that best suits 
                                                 
41  See Figure 18 and Slide 4. 
 
42  ibid. 
 
43  Beal, loc.cit. 
 
44  Jencks, op.cit., pp. 71-79. 
 
45  See page 38. 
46  Stella, Frank. Working Space. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1986, p.5. 
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my ideas. After I find a composition that suits my objectives, I then enlarge it into a 
painting. The method of doing this is very much influenced by the Western figurative 
tradition. Most of the great artists in the Western figurative tradition like Rembrandt 
van Rijn, Jacques-Louis David and Eugene Delacroix would design their 
compositions by using drawings before they painted. I have found that it is more 
effective to develop my compositions by doing this. 
 
I am very much concerned about the connections and arrangements of figures in 
my paintings. When I learnt the use of composition in KLCA, I was taught to analyse 
the composition of the old classical masterpieces like “The Last Supper” 47  from 
Leonardo Da Vinci. From this exercise, I learnt how to use objects to create the 
geometrical shapes in order to effectively lead viewers into paintings and also to 
express ideas and thoughts. For example, in the triptych called “Friends” 48
 
, the 
composition is very similar to “The Last Supper”. The triangle in the middle overlaps 
the upside down triangle in the background and forms a cross. This is designed to 
make the viewer focus on the figures in the middle. The figures in “Friends” spread to 
both sides and are gradually more distant and less distinct. The arrangement of the 
figures creates an upside down triangle in the background. The upside down triangle 
with heavy colours like black or dark blue creates an unstable pressure and because 
this painting’s idea is about depression and pressure, it is necessary for me to create 
tension. The three groups of figures also form a triangle in the middle and right-
angled triangle in both sides. 
From studying Caravaggio and Jacque-Louis David’s paintings, I have 
developed my composition to incorporate the use of horizontal and vertical lines. The 
influence from Caravaggio in some of my works like “I Am Walking Away” 49 is 
strong. In “The Calling of Saint Mathew”50
                                                 
47  Da Vinci. loc.cit. 
, Caravaggio used the level of heads, poses, 
a window and the light effect to create a horizontal and vertical cross line in the 
 
48  See Figure16 and Slide 2. 
49  See Figure 24 and Slide 6. 
 
50  Caravggio, Michelangelo Amerighi. The Calling of Saint Mathew, 1599-1600, Contarelli 
Chapel. Illustrated in Western Art History. p.71. Tai-Pei City: Art Library, 1994. (Author’s 
translation) Also see Figure 6. 
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middle to connect two groups of people. The cross has created a stable feeling for this 
painting. Due to the contrasting brightness and the cross lines, viewers would first 
look at the figure in the middle, but then follow the poses to the right side and back to 
the group of people on left hand side. 
 
Caravaggio’s dramatic composition inspired me so much that I tried to interpret 
it in my own painting. The idea for the composition of “I Am Walking Away” came 
from Caravaggio’s painting but I set the first focus on the main character in this 
painting—a person on the right hand side. Due to the pose of the figure and the light 
effect, the focus would move from the figure to a group of people on the left side, and 
then move back to the main character. I used a different shaped canvas to Caravaggio, 
and so, instead of using a cross line, I used the Golden Proportions51
 
 to make the 
composition stable. 
I also always carefully think about the facial expressions, poses and perspective 
of the figures and objects that I used in my paintings. Poses and perspective are the 
important devices for me in creating compositions and space, and also help 
communicate my stories. Facial expression is mainly used to express my feeling and 
also the feeling and emotion of the characters in my paintings. 
 
In the early paintings in 2000 like “The Love of Eight Years—Like A Stranger”52 
and “Friends”, I painted the figures with non-expressions in their faces but they make 
eye contact with each other or even with audiences. The purpose behind the use of 
non-expression was to lead viewers to think or wonder about the meaning behind the 
image. This is influenced by one of Magritte’s paintings called “The Month of the 
Grape Harvest”53
                                                 
51  Duane, and Preble, Sarah. Artforms. 4th ed. New York: Harper and Row, 1989, p.102. 
. In this painting, Magritte painted a group of similar looking people 
with expressionless faces, who are looking at the viewer. This painting leads 
audiences to rely on their own imagination, and their own imaginations are based on 
their subconscious. I particularly liked this method, but the difference between 
Magritte’s paintings and mine is that while I have used this device to lead people into 
 
52  See Slide 1. 
53  Magritte, Rene. The Month of the Grape Harvest, 1959, Private Collection. Illustrated in 
Magritte. p.151. New York: Artabras, 1988. Also see Figure 4. 
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my paintings to get my message across, for Magritte, the idea was to lead audiences to 
their subconscious. 
 
During the process of doing my Masters research, I have begun to use more 
expressive facial features to convey my own feelings instead of leading audiences. I 
believed that this is the result of studying traditional Western Figurative paintings. 
From studying artists in Western figurative tradition, I realised that facial expression 
is a major device to express the inner world of the figures in paintings. The works in 
my Masters year are autobiographical and are about my feelings and thoughts, so I 
was the main topic in my paintings. This developing understanding of the use of facial 
expression as a device capable of conveying meaning has been a crucial factor in 
determining the way that the paintings have developed. 
 
The poses of the figures in my paintings are becoming more dramatic. Poses 
have become more significant in my recent paintings because they are not only a 
device used for expressing ideas, but also the connection in compositions. For 
instance, the holding hands in “The Amusement” 54  expresses the relationships 
amongst the three figures and additionally adds the visual connections in the 
composition; the hand on an old man’s shoulder in “The Eternal Truth”55
 
 tells of the 
relationship between two of them and also suggests the space of this paintings. 
The arrangement of figures and objects helps to create a space in the 
composition. Apart from using the perspective of figures to create space, I have also 
used other objects like the wall, door, window or table to convey the depth of field. 
For example, in the painting called “I Saw A Bird Flying Away”56
                                                 
54  See Figure 20 and Slide 4. 
, the table on the 
right hand side suggests the distance between the figure and the window. A round 
table, bar table and door in “The Amusement” tells of the special depth of this room. 
In addition, colour and brightness control are also significant devices used to create 
space in my paintings. The space, composition and narrative all rely on my use of 
colour and tone, and so, I will discuss this function in the next section. 
 
55  See Figure 28 and Slide 12. 
56  See Figure 23 and Slide 5. 
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COLOURS AND SPACE 
 
I was not sensitive to using colour when I was studying in KLCA. During that 
time, especially in the first year, I mostly concentrated on studying drawing by using 
only black and white. I then realised that colour was my weakest point. I was always 
struggling with decisions about colour in my drawing and painting because I did not 
know what colours would best express my ideas. So, I relied on the colour theory that 
I learnt in Malaysia. 
 
I choose to use colour theory to develop the colour in paintings and drawings. 
As a result, I sometimes ignore the natural colour of an object that I paint or draw, and 
instead use the theory to determine the colour. For example, if I use a warm and bright 
colour like Chrome Yellow, Yellow Ochre or Vermillion for a bright part of an object, 
then I use a cold and dark colour like Prussian Blue, Raw Umber or Ivory Black for 
shadow or a dark section. I also like to use contrasting colours. 
 
I very often use colour contrast after I copied the masterpiece of Eugene 
Delacroix—“The Bark of Dante” 57 . As a result of copying this masterpiece, I 
developed my colour technique, which centred on using complementary colours like 
green and red in an object. For the later works completed in KLCA and the works 
from 1999 58 , I used only complementary colours, particularly in the painting of 
transformation images like “Is It My False?”59 and “The Magic Mirror Pavilion”60
 
. 
Furthermore, the colours that characterized those paintings were green and red. 
In 2000, my painting style became more realistic and so I tried to use colour in a 
more natural and subtle way. Nevertheless, green or red still continue to be the main 
                                                 
57  Delacroix, Eugene. The Bark of Dante, 1822, Musee Du Louvre. Illustrated in The World of 
Delacroix. pp. 50-51. New York: Time Incorporated, 1966. Also see Figure 7. 
 
58  I was studying the Bachelor of Visual Arts (Honours) at the University of Ballarat in 1999. 
59  See Figure 8. 
 
60  See Figure 9. 
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colours that I use. The paintings called “The Love of Eight Years—Like A Stranger”61 
and “The Back”62
 
 are examples of this. But then, I realised that colours restricted the 
expression of my ideas, so I tried painting in monochrome. I discovered that this 
suited me better than strong colour contrast. 
The reason for using green is related to the circumstances of my life in Australia. 
Green gives people a feeling of still and cold. In Chinese culture, green also is used 
for expression of unhealthiness, death or horror. During 2000, I was pessimistic about 
my future. Therefore, I selected green to express my feeling and the paintings like 
“The Amusement”, “I am Walking Away”, “Self-Portrait” 63  and “The Reclining 
Woman ”64
 
 are the representations of that period. 
I have also understood that different colours will give different feelings to 
people. For example, red usually represents hot, warm or dangerous; blue tends to 
give a feeling of sadness or serenity65
 
. Therefore, I always look to the contexts of my 
paintings in order to choose the main colour. For instance, the context of “I Saw A 
Bird Flying Away” is about thinking of friends. I chose brown and red to be the main 
colour in this painting because brown gives a feeling of cherishing a memory. 
Red in Chinese culture is a lucky colour and is used as a symbol of all the good 
events like Chinese New Years and weddings. It also gives people a warm feeling. I 
always feel comfortable looking at red. It gives me energy and power. Red in my 
paintings represents hope and I use it in two different ways. Technically, I used it as a 
base colour for my paintings. It helps other colours reflect well, all colours, but 
especially cool colours are enriched by this. “Still Life”66
                                                 
61  See Slide 1 
 is one of the experiments 
with a red base colour. In the green series of paintings, I am pleased with how I 
 
62  See Slide 3. 
 
63  See Figure 25 and Slide 8. 
 
64  See Slide 10. 
 
65  Ocvirk, op.cit., pp. 162-164. 
66  See Figure 27 and Slide 9. 
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believe this technique has worked very well to help the power of green become 
stronger. 
 
The other use of red in my painting is a representation of hope. In the green 
series paintings, the green is cold and gloomy. But, in the darker passage of these 
paintings, red reflects through from underneath the green and feels warm. In the 
context of the paintings, this red represents a little hope in the darkness. Sometimes, I 
also mixed the red like Crimson with yellow like Chrome Yellow or Golden Yellow 
to make the red look warmer and brighter. For example, in the painting called “The 
Prayer”67
 
, the red light from the top of this painting is made to look warmer and 
brighter due to the addition of yellow. It represents the light of heaven or the light of 
hope in this painting. 
I was concerned with both the colour value and the intensity in order to create 
space in my paintings, but I started with considering the colour value. The property of 
colour is often discussed in the term of hue, value and intensity68
 
. Hue is the generic 
name for colour. Value indicates the tones of a colour. It is the quantity of light in a 
colour. So, a higher value of a hue means that the colour is lighter. The intensity, also 
known as saturation or chroma, is the purity or brightness of a hue. 
The method that I employ for increasing value for colours in painting is to add 
white pigment or another high value colour like yellow in a hue. I am familiar with 
using this method in my painting because it is similar to tonal drawing. For my 
drawings, space is mainly created by tones—the control of brightness and darkness. 
For example, when two similar objects are together, the object with strong contrasting 
tones tends to look closer than the other with less contrasting tones. This control is not 
only limited to single objects, I also use it for composition. After I have worked out 
the composition for my drawings or paintings, I also divide the objects in them into 
sections and decide the different main tones—white, black and grey—for them. Black 
is the darkest third, grey is the middle third and white is the lightest third. These three 
neutrals are aimed at creating space in my works. For example, in the drawing of “The 
                                                 
67  See Figure 26 and Slide 11. 
 
68  Ocvirk, op.cit., pp. 151-155. 
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Amusement”69
 
, I consider the round table and cupboard as grey, the floor as black and 
the figures as white. Due to the different tones of these sections, space is created. For 
effectively using this control, I concentrate mostly on the value of colour when I paint. 
During the process of my Masters Research, I started to consider the colour 
intensity and tried to integrate it with the colour value and intensity. The way I made 
highlights in my paintings was to increase the value of a hue. But, in the meanwhile, I 
also maintained the intensity of the colour in order to make the highlight look brighter. 
For example, I always used yellow, especially Lemon Yellow, to increase the value 
for an object in my paintings. I did not add any white pigment into the yellow to keep 
the intensity of the yellow. Therefore, the highlight would be the lightest and also the 
brightest colour in my paintings. 
 
Since studying Caravaggio’s paintings, I have begun to create a mysterious 
space for my paintings. During the process of experimenting with colour for creating 
mysterious space, I discovered another use for the intensity of a colour. If I used a 
high intensity colour like Cadmium Deep Red as a base colour, I was able to create a 
mysterious space. For example, in the painting called “Self-Portrait”, I used red—
Cadmium Deep Red, which is high intensity colour, for the base colour and painted 
over it with a dark colour like Prussian Blue or Ivory Black. Due to the intensity of 
red, it helped the background look darker and deeper, and therefore more mysterious. 
 
SYMBOL AND SUGGESTION 
 
For narrative paintings, symbol is often used for expressing ideas and thoughts. 
For my early figurative paintings, I tried to use symbol to make my ideas and thoughts 
clear. But then, during the process of my Masters Research, I started to use symbol for 
suggesting rather than telling my ideas and thoughts. 
 
Personally, I think that symbols are things, actions or signs, which define or 
represent certain common meanings to people. Rudolf Arnheim expresses this clearly 
when he writes, 
                                                 
69  See Figure 21. 
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Thinking, in particular, can deal with objects and events only if they are 
available to the mind in some fashion. In direct perception, they can be 
seen, sometimes even handled. Otherwise they are represented indirectly 
by what is remembered and known about them.70
 
 
So, audiences get the messages that artists try to tell through the meanings or the 
representations behind the symbols in paintings. 
 
I used gestural symbols to effectively give my messages in my early paintings. 
For example, in “The Love of Eight Years—Like A Stranger”, the hand on the female 
figure’s chest shows that she needs comfort; the holding hands in “Friends” and “The 
Amusement” represent friendships or relationships. In “I Saw A Bird Flying Away”, 
the bird represents a friend and flying means leaving. These symbols are intended to 
help to make my messages in paintings clear for audiences. 
 
After completing these paintings, I began to realise that my paintings were too 
direct and lacked imaginary space for audiences. To improve my paintings, I tried to 
use symbols and figures as a suggestion of my thinking reflections. Suggestion means 
to me that without clearly indicating the direction of an artist’s thought, artists give 
clues to the ideas and thoughts which they are trying to express. For example, in the 
painting “Self Portrait”, I used only facial expression to suggest my inner feeling 
about struggling for my life. In “The Eternal Truth”, the old man suggests old age and 
death, and the newborn baby represents the starting for a life. Therefore, the old man, 
the newborn baby and the adult in this painting suggest the process of a human life—
from birth to death. In addition, the door is a border, for me, between the world before 
we were born and the present world. 
 
I particularly like to use windows, doors or similar objects in my paintings for 
symbolising two different worlds or times. For example, the mirror in “The Love of 
Eight Years—Like A Stranger” is a symbol for two different times—outside the mirror 
                                                 
70  Arnheim, Rudolf. Visual Thinking. London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1970, p.98. 
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is present and inside the mirror is past. The doors in “I Am Walking Away” and “The 
Eternal Truth” symbolise two different worlds. 
 
The use of symbol is important, especially for figurative paintings, because it is 
the communicating bridge between audiences and artists. I think that symbol has no 
definite style or fashion for itself. It comes from the things, signs, actions or events 
that happen in our everyday lives. Therefore, in different centuries, countries or 
cultures, there would be different symbolisms. By understanding more about the 
nature of human beings, I have tried to create a contemporary symbolism that has no 
limitation and could be read by everyone. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The two years of my Masters Research in Australia has been significant for me. 
It has changed my thoughts about art and my life, and also changed my attitudes about 
learning and self-development. 
 
The reason for coming to Australia to do further study after I graduated from 
KLCA was that I wanted to understand more about art. I was confused about what art 
is and did not know the direction I wanted to take with my art. My honours year in the 
University of Ballarat had helped me understand that realistic painting allowed me to 
express myself through paintings. I had understood that in art there were no restraints 
in styles or the expressions of thoughts and ideas. The most significant thing was that 
artists have to be true to themselves in order to choose the direction they instinctively 
and intellectually wanted. 
 
Coming back to Australia to do my Masters Research proved to be a major 
turning point for both my art and my life. I faced many difficulties for my study and 
especially for my life in 2000. These setbacks had destroyed my beliefs in my ability 
and my confidence. I became pessimistic and aimless. But, these setbacks had also 
helped me to realise that my paintings could be the device to tell my stories, my 
feelings and my intentions. Some of the thesis paintings are about this painful period 
before I began to explore the nature of Buddhism. 
 
During the process of my Masters Research, I have understood Buddhism more 
clearly and have incorporated it into my life in a way that has helped me to solve 
problems. The difference between the past and now is that I no longer keep thinking 
about the problems. This understanding has changed my viewpoint of life. I have 
realised that everything in the world is impermanent and I should not be clinging to 
setbacks. So, I have begun to accept the changing in my life. Later paintings are about 
these new perceptions. 
 
From understanding Buddhist teaching more clearly, I have also found the 
direction I should take for my work. As an artist and also a Buddhist, I have realised 
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that I should relate Buddhism into my paintings. My work is the device for me to 
share my life experiences and Buddhist understanding with other people in order to 
raise the realization of the need for humanity and spiritual life in contemporary 
society. 
 
To achieve this goal, I have talked about my life experiences through the 
medium of narrative figuration. The content of my paintings is about people, so 
figurative painting seems a suitable device to use. In addition, I want my paintings to 
not only look real, but also feel real because the content of my paintings is about 
everyday life. From getting the realistic feeling from my paintings, I hope that people 
would realise the need for humanity in our society and would raise their spiritual life. 
 
The process of my Masters Research has also helped me to change my learning 
attitude and improve my self-development. Due to my previous education in Malaysia, 
I was educated to accept the teaching from teachers but not to think or question the 
knowledge I had learned. So, my self-development was weak. As a result of 
undertaking this research project, I have become a more independent learner and my 
learning attitude has changed. I have learned how to improve myself independently. 
This is a very significant ability that I have gained during this research because 
otherwise I would not be able to develop further as an artist and a person after leaving 
school. 
 
In conclusion, due to my Masters Research, I have found connections between 
my life, my religious belief and my art. These three things were separated before I 
came to Australia. I have linked them together and this made my future direction clear 
for me after doing my Masters Research. They become my life now. I know that this 
is a new start for me. This significant realization will help me to face my life and 
solve my problems in the future and also make the ongoing direction of my art clear 
for me. 
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PLATES 
 
 
Figure 1: Da Vinci, Leonardo. The Last 
Supper, 1498, Tempera on plaster, 460x880cm. 
Sourced from The World of Leonardo. pp.88-
89. Nederland: Time-life International N.V., 
1971. (Above) 
 
Figure 2: David, Jacques-Louis. The Death of 
Marat, 1793, oil on Canvas, 165x128.3cm. 
Sourced from David and Neo-Classicism. 
p.111. Paris: Terrail, 1999. (Right) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Georges, Paul. My Kent State, 1971-72, oil on canvas, 259x365.8cm. Sourced from Post-
Modernism: The New Classicism In Art and Architecture. p.69. London: Academic Editions, 
1987. 
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Figure 4: Magritte, Rene. The 
Month of the Grape Harvest, 1959, 
oil on canvas, 130x162cm. Sourced 
from Magritte. p.151. New York: 
Artabras, 1988. 
 
 
Figure 5: Beal, Jack. Prudence, 
Avarice, Lust, Justice, Anger. 1977-
78, oil on canvas, 182.9x198cm. 
Sourced from Jack Beal. p.68. New 
York: Hudson Hill Press, 1993. 
 
 
Figure 6: Caravggio, Michelangelo 
Amerighi. The Calling of Saint 
Mathew, 1599-1600, oil on canvas, 
324x340.5cm. Sourced from 
Western Art History. p.71. Tai-Pei 
City: Art Library, 1994. (Author’s 
translation) 
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Figure 7: Delacroix, Eugene. The 
Bark of Dante, 1822, oil on canvas, 
189x242cm. Sourced from The 
World of Delacroix. pp. 50-51. 
New York: Time Incorporated, 
1966. (Above-Left) 
 
Figure 8: Chain Khiang, Wang. Is 
It My False?, 1997, oil on canvas, 
213.5x122cm. (Above-Right) 
 
Figure 9: Chain Khiang, Wang. 
The Magic Mirror Pavilion, 1999, 
oil on canvas, 200x110cm. 
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Figure 10: Chain Khiang, Wang. Study of Figure 
Structure, 1995, charcoal on newsprint, 80x50cm. 
(Above-Left) 
 
Figure 11: Chain Khiang, Wang. Study of Figure 
Structure, 1995, charcoal on newsprint, 80x50cm. 
(Above-Right) 
 
Figure 12: Chain Khiang, Wang. Study of Figure 
Structure, 1995, charcoal on newsprint, 80x50cm. 
(Left) 
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Figure 13: Chain Khiang, Wang. Figure 
Study, 2001, charcoal on paper, 35x25cm. 
(Above-Left) 
 
Figure 14: Chain Khiang, Wang. Figure 
Study, 2000, charcoal on newsprint, 54x40cm. 
(Above-Right) 
 
Figure 15: Chain Khiang, Wang. Study for 
The Back, 2000, charcoal on paper, 
37.5x27.5cm. (Left) 
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Figure 16: Chain Khiang, Wang. Friends, 
2000, oil on canvas, 99x210cm. (Top) 
 
Figure 17: Chain Khiang, Wang. Friends 
(Detail), 2000, oil on canvas, 99x210cm. 
(Above) 
 
Figure 18: Chain Khiang, Wang. Friends 
(Detail), 2000, oil on canvas, 99x210cm. (Left) 
 
Figure 19: Chain Khiang, Wang. Friends 
(Detail), 2000, oil on canvas, 99x210cm. (Left) 
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Figure 20: Chain Khiang, Wang. The Amusement, 
2000-2001, oil on canvas, 80.5x119cm. (Top) 
 
Figure 21: Chain Khiang, Wang. Study for The 
Amusement, 2000, charcoal on paper, 27.5x37.5cm. 
(Above) 
 
Figure 22: Figure 17: Chain Khiang, Wang. Study 
for The Amusement, 2000, pencil on sketching book, 
27.5x14cm. (Right) 
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Figure 23: Chain Khiang, Wang. I 
Saw A Bird Flying Away, 2000, oil on 
canvas, 100x119cm. (Above) 
 
Figure 24: Chain Khiang, Wang. 
Study for I Saw A Bird Flying Away, 
2000, charcoal on newsprint, 
95x45cm. 
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Figure 25: Chain Khiang, Wang. Self Portrait, 
2001, oil on canvas, 45x34.5cm. (Above) 
 
Figure 26: Chain Khiang, Wang. The Prayer, 
2001, oil on canvas, 70.5x40cm. (Left) 
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Figure 27: Chain Khiang, Wang. Still Life, 2001, oil on canvas, 34.5x34cm. 
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Figure 28: Chain Khiang, Wang. Drawing 
for I Am Walking Away, 2001, charcoal on 
paper, 69x100cm. (Top) 
 
Figure 29: Chain Khiang, Wang. I Am 
Walking Away (Detail), 2001, oil on canvas, 
109.5x160cm. (Above) 
 
Figure 30: Chain Khiang, Wang. Study for I 
Am Walking Away, 2001, charcoal on paper, 
73x50cm. (Right) 
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Figure 31: Chain Khiang, Wang. I Am Walking Away. 2001, oil on canvas, 109.5x160cm. 
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Figure 32: Chain Khiang, Wang. Drawing for The Eternal Truth, 2002, 
charcoal on paper, 100x51.5cm. 
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Figure 33: Chain Khiang, Wang. 
The Eternal Truth, 2002 oil on 
canvas, 200x110cm. (Above) 
 
Figure 34: Chain Khiang, Wang. 
The Eternal Truth (Detail), 2002 oil 
on canvas, 200x110cm. (Left) 
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